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Occupational change: pursuing
a different kind of work

More than half of the 10 million workers

who switched occupations in 1986 did so
because of better pay, working conditions,

or advancement opportunities; however,

about 1 in 8 of the workers changed occupations
because they lost their previous jobs

n important decision facing young job-
Aseekers is the choice of an occupation.

The initial selection, though, is by no
means etched in stone, as most individuals are
likely to change occupations at some point in
their worklife. An occupational change can take
place for a variety of reasons—a teenager
changing summer jobs, an employee receiving a
promotion, a worker choosing to make a career
change, or an individual forced to change occu-
pations after losing a job. The most recent meas-
ure of such changes, from a January 1987 survey,
found that nearly 10 million persons were in
different occupations than a year earlier. The
majority had changed voluntarily, citing better
pay, advancement opportunity, or working con-
ditions as their reason for switching. Some 1.3
million workers, however, were in different oc-
cupations because they had lost their previous
jobs.

This article explores the characteristics of
those workers who make voluntary and involun-
tary occupational changes, and examines the
pattern of their movement between occupations.
The data were obtained through a supplement to
the January 1987 Current Population Survey
(cps), which asked questions on occupational
mobility, occupational tenure, and time with
current employer. !

The principal findings of this study are:

® Age is the key factor in determining occu-
pational mobility. The high mobility rates
of young workers contrast sharply with low
rates among middle-age and older workers.

¢ Higher levels of education are generally
associated with higher rates of voluntary
mobility. However, very occupation-
specific training, such as many profession-
als receive, reduces occupational mobility.

e Career change—such as the kind that oc-
curs when a person with some tenure in an
occupation changes both occupation and
employer—is not common.

e Involuntary occupational changes often lead
to lower pay in the new job. The majority
of workers changing occupations after job
displacement are leaving goods-producing
industries for jobs in the faster growing
service-providing sector.

The concept of occupational mobility

The distribution of employment by occupation
reflects the choices of individual workers and
the demand structure of the overall economy.
Workers bring their experience, abilities, and
desires for certain types and conditions of work
to the marketplace. The occupational demand
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45t054years
SSto8dyears
65 years ang older.. . .
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Table 2. Employed persons who changed occupations between January of 1986 and 1987, by
reason for change, age, sex, race, and Hispanic origin
[Percent distribution]
Job losers Job leavers
Persons who Changed
changed Displaced Wanted Changed from full- | Moved to
Characterlstic ocoupaions | 7oy | fom | Otherjob | betierpay | trom part- | TUTAT | iporery | Ofher fob
(in thousands) previous losers2 | or working | time to tull- part-time | residence leavers
job! conditions | time work work
Total, 16 years and older ............ 9,957 100.0 95 34 53.0 25 1.3 6.6 239
Men, 16 years and older ... ...... 5,391 100.0 114 4.2 52.3 2.0 .8 53 239
16to24years .............. ... 1,832 100.0 8.3 39 54.5 28 1.2 75 21.8
25years andolder ............ . 3,559 100.0 13.0 4.4 51.1 16 6 42 250
25to34years ............. .. 1,943 100.0 11.0 48 56.4 2.2 2 49 205
35tod4d4years . ............ . 984 100.0 143 3.8 49.8 9 A 33 27.7
45to54years .. ......... .. . 436 100.0 17.7 59 379 1.1 3 37 33.2
55years andolder ........ .. . 196 100.0 16.1 7 33.8 1.0 7.8 25 380
Women, 16 years and older .... ... 4,566 100.0 72 24 538 3.0 1.8 8.0 238
16to24years ... ........ ... 1,593 100.0 54 2.7 54.2 39 14 9.7 227
25yearsandolder ............. 2973 100.0 8.2 2.2 53.6 2.6 2.0 74 243
25t034years .............. 1,517 100.0 6.7 1.9 57.6 27 1.6 8.1 21.4
35t044years ............. 951 100.0 10.2 21 54.1 22 1.4 6.6 234
45toS54years .. ...... ... 350 100.0 93 21 435 3.0 1.8 58 344
55yearsandolder ....... ... 165 100.0 8.5 52 339 29 9.5 3.3 36.6
White ... ... ... ... ... 8,849 100.0 9.0 3.1 53.2 26 1.3 6.6 24.1
Black . ... 831 100.0 149 54 51.3 14 6 6.5 20.0
Hispanic origin .. ................ 635 100.0 141 57 44.5 37 1.0 8.0 229
Total, 25 years and oider ........... 6,532 100.0 10.8 34 52.2 2.1 1.2 55 247
1ncludes persons who lost or were laid off from their previous job because of plant closings or moves, stack work, or the abolishment of their positions or shifts.
2 Includes persons who lost or were laid off from their previous job because of the completion of seasonal work, failure of a seli-operated business, or other reasons.

jobs. An additional one-fifth reported receiving
about the same earnings; they, along with the
small proportion who cited lower earnings in
their new occupation, most likely changed for
the prospect of better working conditions or ad-
vancement opportunities which they expect will
lead to higher pay.

One in ten of those changing occupations had
switched after losing their job because of a plant
closing or relocation, slack work, or the abol-
ishment of their positions or shifts. The list of
other reasons for occupational change also in-
cluded “moved to different residence,” a reason
most often given by young persons. One in four
workers who changed occupations, including
more than a third of those age 55 and older,
cited “other reasons,” which most likely in-
cluded retirement-related decisions. (See table
2)

Voluntary occupational change

Individuals change occupations for many rea-
sons, both economic and noneconomic. Factors
of a noneconomic nature include the quest for
greater status, job satisfaction, or responsibility,
to name a few. Economic-based decisions in-

clude switching occupations in order to accumu-
late marketable skills or to increase pay. Many
studies interpret occupational changes for the
latter reasons as signals of upward job mobility,
which often implies career-upgrading.

The notion of what constitutes a career is
surprisingly complex, and its precise definition
has often been debated. While some analysts
define a career as a certain number of years in
one occupation, most theorists go a step further
and look for a “succession of related occupa-
tions”> where “one job [leads] to another, re-
lated in function and higher in status.”* The
career distinction is found in the difference be-
tween simple job switching and a long-term
commitment to upward movement through a se-
quence of related occupations.’

The cpPs occupational mobility data are of a
limited longitudinal nature and, therefore, are
not designed to provide information on the ca-
reer paths of individual workers. However,
analysis of the data can contribute to the overall
career literature by examining, for a cross-
section of workers, one of the crucial events in
career-building: an occupational change. Fol-
lowing is a discussion of the characteristics of
the 5.3 million workers who voluntarily made
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The occupational
mobility data
clearly indicate
that the higher
the risk involved
in a voluntary
employment
change, the fewer
the people who
will make it.

Pursuing a Different Kind of Work

such a move sometime between January 1986
and 1987.

Who are they? The U.S. work force is consid-
ered to be quite mobile, particularly in compari-
son with many European nations. However,
among workers 25 and older, widespread volun-
tary occupational changes, and by inference,
widespread career changes, are relatively un-
common. This is shown by the low rates of
voluntary occupational mobility in table 3. Even
among younger workers, those under age 25,
only 1 in 8 switched occupations voluntarily
during 1986.

Age, in fact, is the single most salient deter-
minant of voluntary occupational mobility. It
has been deemed a “socioeconomic law” that,
as the age of an individual increases, the likeli-
hood of his or her experiencing occupational
mobility decreases (table 3). The vast majority
of workers making a voluntary change were
under age 45 (92 percent).

The widespread notion of substantial volun-
tary occupational changes by middle-age per-
sons—so-called midlife career changers—is not
supported by these data. There is no one age
group that breaks the pattern of reduced mobil-
ity with higher age; the pattern holds, in fact,
among all groups, regardless of demographic or
educational characteristics. Also, while histori-
cal data on voluntary mobility rates are not
available, comparing the January 1987 overall
mobility rates for middie-age persons to their
rates in the last 20 years provides no evidence
that the incidence of midlife career changing has
increased (or decreased) over time.

The age/mobility relationship can be ex-
plained using human capital theory, which fo-
cuses on individuals and their efforts to increase
their value in the marketplace. Simply stated,
workers consider any action they may take to
improve their earnings potential—education,
training, skill development—as an investment.
They gauge any current sacrifice for the invest-
ment (such as foregoing earnings while in col-
lege) against its future return. For example,
older workers with many years of seniority typ-
ically face high costs when changing an occupa-
tion because they may jeopardize accumulated
benefits and pension rights and, at least ini-
tially, face substantial earnings losses. They
also face a relatively short time span in which to
realize a return on their investment; for them to
switch to another type of work, there must be
significant and rapid rewards. Older workers are
thus the least likely to change occupations (or
employers).

Younger workers, by contrast, have less of an
investment in their occupations and their com-
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panies and often have less attachment to their
8eographic rosidonccs Or cven (heir lifestylag.
Many are engaged in early career exploration
and are testing the market. Younger workers,
generany at the lower end of the earnings scale,
have less to lose in switching occupations and
have more time to reap higher rewards later in
their new field. They face fewer constraints of
all types than their older counterparts and are
more likely to shop for occupations that will
maximize lifetime earnings and satisfaction.’

One measure of human capital investment is
occupational tenure, which is the total time a
worker has accumulated in an occupation.® The
more time spent in a given field, the more op-
portunity a worker has to increase his or her
stock of occupation- or firm-specific human
capital (generally through on-the-job training
and experience). However, occupational tenure
is not a conclusive measure of human capital,
because, as Jacob Mincer has cautioned, “it is
not the time spent in the Iabor market, but the
volume of investment activity taking place
during that time” which is important.® Nonethe-
less, persons with substantial tenure in one oc-
cupation often make a significant change when
moving to a new one.

More than half of the workers age 25 and
older who changed occupations voluntarily had
3 years or more of experience in the occupations
they left during 1986; 16 percent had a decade
or more. Among those in the 35-44 age bracket,

Table 3. Voluntary occupational
mobility rates by sex, age,
race, Hispanic origin, and
marital status, January
1987

Characteristic Total | Men | Women

Age

Total, 16 years and older . . ... 53 5.0 586
16to24years ... ... .. ... 127 | 130 124
25t034years ........ .. 6.6 6.4 6.8
35toddyears ........ .. . 4.0 35 46
45t054 years ... ... . . 19 | 18 2.1
S5to64years ...... .. .. 1.0 9 1.1
65 years and older . .. . .. ... 3 4 3
Race and Hispanic origin

White ........... ... .. . .. 54 5.0 59

Black .............. . .. . .. 44 49 3.8

Hispanic origin .. ..... . . .. . 44 49 3.6

Marital status

Married, spouse present . . . ... 4.0 37 44

Single ................... . 9.3 9.2 9.4

Other marital status . ... ... ... 48 47 49




a group who have had the opportunity to accrue
significant amounts of tenure, a quarter had left
occupations in which they had spent 10 years or
more. Still, workers 25 and older with at least 3
years of experience in their occupations who
voluntarily changed occupations had a mobility
rate of only 2.2 percent.

An occupation change may also be accompa-
nied by a change of employer. About 55 percent
of those who voluntarily changed occupations,
age 25 and older, had been with their present
firm less than 1 year. (In most cases, this would
mean that they had also changed employers.) It
seems reasonable to suggest that such dual em-
ployer/occupation changes caused a sharp break
from the workers’ past type of employment;
rather than changing occupations within their
present firm, they were starting what was, for
many, an entirely new line of work.

Because the workers discussed here are those
who said they switched occupations for better
pay, advancement, or improved working condi-
tions, most of those staying with the same em-
ployer were likely to have received promotions.
A “same-employer” occupational switch in-
volves little of the risk of a complete employer/
occupation break, which could mean loss of
seniority and wages, accrued pension benefits,
or just the advantages of working in a familiar
environment.

The occupational mobility data clearly indi-
cate that the higher the risk involved in a volun-
tary employment change, the fewer the people
who will make it. About 3.4 million workers
age 25 and older voluntarily changed occupa-
tions, producing an occupational mobility rate
of 4.0 percent. If that group is restricted to those
with 3 years or more of tenure in the occupation
they were leaving, the number falls to 1.9 mil-
lion. By limiting the group further to those who
had also joined a new employer within the year,
the total number falls to 1 million. This particu-
lar set of workers—those who switched occupa-
tions and employers and had at least 3 years
invested in their old occupation—made up only
1.2 percent of all employed persons. Thus, each
year, only a very small proportion of workers 25
and older with some tenure in their occupation
voluntarily make a sharp break in their career
paths by changing both employer and occupa-
tion. And, a few of these workers could have
been making a logical career-path change, such
as from a high-level “professional” position to
an executive position.

It should be noted that about 700,000 of those
workers making dual changes were switching to
a new occupation classified in a different broad
occupational category from their old occupa-
tion. While it is tempting to consider them as

even more definitive career changers, such a
concept may not be fully valid because a worker
can make a sharp break in occupation within the
same broad occupational category. Someone
switching, for instance, from being a psycholo-
gist to a writer would still be in the professional
specialty category.

Other demographic characteristics. Unlike
age, gender seems, at least in recent years, to
have had a very small impact on mobility rates:
the voluntary mobility rates for women and men
in 1986 were 5.6 and 5.0 percent, respectively,
and the overall rate (persons changing for all
reasons) was 10.4 percent for women and 9.6
percent for men. This is in marked contrast to
the situation two decades earlier, when the over-
all occupational mobility rate for women was
markedly lower than that for men (6.9 versus
9.9 percent). By 1978, and continuing through-
out the 1980’s, the rates for women have risen
above those for men, indicating perhaps that
women were taking advantage of the growing
career opportunities available to them.

It is reasonable to speculate that the occupa-
tional mobility rates and mobility behavior of
men and women will follow roughly similar pat-
terns in the future. The increasing propensity of
women to work year round on full-time sched-
ules will enable them to develop stronger and
more continuous career attachments, similar to

those of men. Their quicker pace of returnin
work after having children means, for miny,
few, if any, career interruptions. Also, diRgg;
ences in educational backgrounds of men and
women have narrowed. As educational levels
converge, the human capital stock women bring
to the job market in terms of knowledge and
training will become more similar to that of
male workers.

Looking at race and Hispanic ethnicity, white
workers voluntarily changed occupations at a
rate of 5.4 percent in 1986, while blacks and
Hispanics each changed at a rate 1 percentay .
point lower. Again, occupational mobility’ r5¢eg
declined with advancing age among all rage 554
ethnic groups. Men changed occupationg 4¢ vir-
tually a uniform rate—around 5.0 [jercent—
regardless of race or ethnic origin  White
women, however, changed occupatigms at a no-
tably higher rate (5.9 percent) thag piack (3.8
percent) or Hispanic (3.6 percent) Women. Con-
ceivably, the combined effects of Jower educa-
tional levels and the occupational segregation of
minority women contribute to the difference be-
tween their rate and that of white women_ !¢

In terms of marital status, single workers—
who made up nearly 40 percent of all workers
who changed occupations volu' tarily jn 1986—
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Pursuing a Different Kind of Work

changed their type of work at twice the rate of
married workers. While this differential is
somewhat exaggerated, in that single workers
are, on average, younger than married workers,
unmarried workers had higher mobility rates
than married ones in virtually every age group.
This probabiy reflects a strong aversion by per-
sons with family responsibilities to undertake
the risks inherent in job changing.

Generally, the lower one’s educational attain-
ment, the less likely is that person to change
occupations. High school dropouts accounted
for 14 percent of all workers age 25 and older
employed in both January 1986 and 1987. but
made up slightly less than 10 percent of the
workers who voluntarily changed occupations.
Dropouts also had the lowest voluntary occupa-
tional mobility rate. at less than 3 percent. The
following tabulation shows the rates of workers
who voluntarily changed occupations. by their
educational attainment, between January of
1986 and 1987:

High school College
Less than 4 vears | to 3 4 vears

4 vears only  vears or more
25 years and

older .... ..... 2.7 39 4.7 4.3
25to 34 years ... 5.5 6.5 70 6.8
35to44 years ... 3.3 4.0 4.4 3Y
45 to 54 years .. 1.2 1.8 2.7 2
S5 years and

older .. ... .. 1.0 7 1.0 Y

Workers completing high school had a volun-
tary mobility rate of about 4 percent, while
those with at least some college changed occu-
pations at a slightly higher rate—4.7 percent for
those with | to 3 years of college and 4.3 per-
cent for those with 4 years or more. The lower
mobility of persons with little formal education
reflects, in part, their higher average age.
Human capital theory might help explain the
higher mobility rates of college graduates who,
with their investment in higher education, tend
to have the widest range of skills to offer em-
joyers and thus more flexibility in choosing
occuplations. Such an advantage may be offset,
howev'€r. by the occupation-specific nature of
the education received by most college gradu-
ates. An individual with academic training in a
career fie.'d such as nursing, accounting, or law,
for exampic, Would lose much of the value of
that training. in changing to another occupation.
And data on occupations, presented later, con-
firm that such® fields tend to have very low exit
rates—that is. few workers leave them for other
fields. Further, most professional jobs allow for
career advancernent internally—not so much by
changing occuyations outright (although man-
agement positi, s are available in all profes-
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sional fields) but by advancing in the same
occupation through increased responsibilities
and pay. Also, because professionals and man-
agers are, on average, the highest paid workers,
they may often face the most substantial loss of
earnings in a new occupation.

Persons with less direct career-oriented bach-
elor’s degrees, such as in the liberal arts or most
social sciences, may have less of an investment
in a specific career path. It might be ventured
that they would have relatively higher mobility
rates, reflecting their high skill level, coupled
with a comparatively small investment in a
specific career field. However, information is
not obtained in the cps on the degree field of
college graduates, so that hypothesis cannot be
tested.

At the other extreme, the relatively low
wages of the least educated workers would
make the opportunity costs of job changing—in
effect, starting over—relatively low. While that
would exert upward pressure on their mobility
rates, their very lack of education would tend to
reduce the opportunities available to them to
switch occupations for higher pay, advancement
opportunity, or better working conditions. Also,
many of these workers acquire skills almost en-
tirely through on-the-job training, and their rela-
tively narrow range of skills may limit their
occupational mobility.

Patterns of voluntary change

About a third of the voluntary job shifting dur-
ing 1986 occurred within broad occupational

Table 4. Voluntary entry and exit
rates for persons age 25
and older in selected
occupations, January 1987

Entry | Exit

Occupation rate | rate

Executive, administrative, and

managerial ........................ 5.6 34
Professional specialty ................. 26 29
Engineers ......................... 22 26
Health diagnosing . ................. 9 6
Health assessment ................. 21 23
Teachers, college and university ...... 1.3 2.0
Lawyers and judges ................ 1.3 7

Technicians and related support ........ 43 3.1

Sales ............ . 42 53

Administrative support, including clerical . . 49 47

Service 34 48

Food service 36 6.9
Precision production, craft, and repair . . .. 3.1 3.0
Operators, fabricators, and laborers .. ... 46 44

Construction laborers . .............. 7.4 7.1

Freight, stock, and material handiers . . . 6.8 6.8
Farming, forestry, and fishing ........... .8 3.1

s




—

[Percent distribution]

Table 5. Occupational tenure in previous job of displaced workers who
changed occupations by sex and age, January 1987

Total 3 years or more
Lessthan | 1t0 2
Sex and age Number Percent 1 year years | roal 3to4 | 5t0o9 | 10 years
(in thousands) years | years | or more
Total, 16 years and older ..... ... 945 100.0 9.1 349 56.0 17.0 19.2 19.8
16to24years ............... 237 100.0 14.8 66.2 19.4 15.6 3.8 0.0
25to54years ............... 664 100.0 7.8 252 67.0 18.2 24.1 247
S5yearsandolder ... ......... 45 (W] (1) ) m (1) m m
Men, 16 years and older ... . ... 615 100.0 10.1 319 57.9 15.6 19.0 23.3
16to24years ............. 152 100.0 145 69.7 15.8 15.1 0.7 0.0
25t054years ... .......... 431 100.0 9.3 20.2 70.8 16.7 248 29.2
S55yearsandolder ......... 32 m (1) m m m m U]
Women, 16 years and older . ... 330 100.0 7.0 4086 52.4 20.0 19.1 133
16to24years ............. 86 100.0 14.0 59.3 25.6 17.4 8.1 0.0
25to54years ............. 231 100.0 48 34.6 60.2 21.2 234 16.5
55 years andolder ....... ... 13 ) (1) M m )] m m

1 Percent not shown where base is less than 75,000.

groups.!! An inference could be made that such
activity represented “in-career” rather than
“new-career” movement. Much of the rest of
the occupational change was between closely
related fields, such as sales and management, or
between craft and repair occupations and ma-
chine operators and inspectors. All of these
movements would make sense from a human
capital perspective, in that workers looking to
advance in a career would shift into related oc-
cupations where their accumulated experience
would be of greatest value.!?

Some occupations were characterized by a
higher proportion of persons entering them from
another occupation than leaving them for an-
other occupation, and some were just the
opposite. Such flows are demonstrated by the
occupation’s voluntary entry and exit rates
(table 4). An entry rate is the percentage of
persons in an occupation in January 1987 who
had voluntarily entered it sometime in the
preceding year. An exit rate, conversely, is the
percentage of persons employed in a specific
occupation in January 1986 who subsequently
left it voluntarily for a new occupation.

It is difficult, though, to determine why
specific occupations had high or low entry or
exit rates. Particular rates probably resulted
from the combined effects of many factors—
the age distribution of the workers employed
in the occupation, the pay potential available,
the pace of overall employment growth or
decline in the occupation, the amount of em-
ployee turnover due to the nature of the
work, and the educational requirements of the
field.

Many of the occupations with both high entry
and exit rates employed large numbers of young
persons or required little formal education.
Among such occupations are construction labor-
ers and freight and stock handlers. Occupations
characterized by low voluntary entry and exit
rates tend to include the most specialized work-
ers, such as engineers, health-related profes-
sionals, college teachers, and lawyers. These
occupations were also characterized by gener-
ally high earnings levels. By contrast, the farm-
ing, forestry, and fishing occupations had a low
entry and high exit rate; these occupations have
experienced slow growth or even declining em-
ployment levels and are characterized by rela-
tively low eamings.

Movements into the executive and manage-
rial occupations can be considered in a some-
what different light from the others. A rise into
management for a worker, while ostensibly rep-
resenting an occupational switch, may not nec-
essarily be a career switch, as such a move
could also be thought of as a logical career pro-
gression, perhaps even a career culmination.
The increased pay and status associated with a
move into management certainly make that oc-
cupation a goal for many employees, and, in
fact, its entry rate was much higher than its exit
rate.

Involuntary occupational change

Occupational change, of course, is not always
of a voluntary nature. About 1 in 8 persons who
change occupations, or nearly 1.3 million work-
ers, lost their job or were laid off from a job.
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About three-fourths of those workers were dis-
placed from their previous jobs as a result of a
plant closing or moving, slack work, or the
abolishment of their positions or shifts. This
latter group—displaced workers who changed
occupations—is the focus in the remainder of
the article.'3

The displaced worker initially faces several
labor market choices. One option is to withdraw
from the labor force, and, according to a Janu-
ary 1988 cps supplement on displaced workers,
about 1 in 7 of the nearly 5 million workers
displaced between 1983 and 1988 were out of
the labor force as of the survey date.!* Not sur-
prisingly, half of those who left the labor force
were 55 years or older. The more common
choice made by the displaced worker is to find
a new job. Again, the individual is faced with
several decisions, such as whether to look to a
new industry or possibly a new occupation for
future employment. A factor influencing the de-
cision is the displaced worker’s perception of

U,
Table 6. Industry and occupational distribution of
emploxed persons and of displaced workers
who changed occupations, age 25 and older,
January 1986
[Percent distribution]
Total Displaced
Industry and occupation employed workers
Industry in January 1986
Total wage and salary workers .. .................. .. 100 100
Goods-producing industries ...................... 30 53
Agriculture ... ... 1 1
Mining ... AU 1 7
Construction . ................... .. ........ .. o 5 10
Manufacturing ............ ... ... .. ... ... . ... S 23 35
Service-producing industries . .................... o 70 47
Transportation and public utilities . ......... ... ... S 8 6
Trade ... ... A 17 16
Finance, insurance, and real estate . .......... .. R 7 3
Services .. ... P 32 20
Public administration ......... .. ... ... ... . .. 6 2
Occupation in January 1986
Total, allworkers ......... ... ... . ... ... ... . ... 100 100
Executive, administrative, and managerial ........ .. .. 14 1
Professional specialty ............. ........ ..... o 15 4
Technicians and related support ... ....... .. .. . S 3 3
Sales ... ... 11 11
Administrative support, including clerical . . .... ... . 16 13
Service . ... . bl 5
Precision production, craft, and repair .. .. ........ 13 21
Operators, fabricators, and laborers ................ . .. .. 15 30
Farming, forestry, and fishing ............... . .. .. 3 1
NoTE: Data are for persons employed in both January 1986 and 1987. Industry employment for
total wage and salary workers employed on both dates is not available from the January 1987 cps
supplement. These data represent the number of wage and salary workers employed in January
1986 from the January 1986 cps.
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the cause of the job displacement. Was losing
the job due to problems specific to the firm? If
so, the worker may not have to change industry
or occupation. However, if the displacement
was a result of an industrywide problem, or an
occupation-specific problem, then a new indus-
try or occupation might present greater employ-
ment opportunities.

The survey of workers displaced between
1983 and 1988 found that about half of the
workers who had become reemployed were in
occupations different than those they had lost.
This suggests that the declining demand for
labor in the original occupation may have been
an important factor in the displacement, or that
the lost occupations were concentrated in de-
clining industries. A secretary, for example, can
easily switch industries while staying in the
same occupation; a metal-lathe operator cannot.

A trait common to many of the displaced
workers who change occupations is the consid-
erable time invested in the occupations of their
lost jobs. As shown in table 5, more than half of
these workers had 3 years or more of tenure in
the occupation of their lost job. Among persons
ages 25 to 54—the bulk of the displaced
workers who changed occupations—about 2 of
3 had invested at least 3 years in their previous
occupation.

After displacement. After losing their jobs,
displaced workers usually face a period of un-
certainty. Although about a million of the work-
ers displaced in 1986 had found jobs in new
occupations by January 1987, what had hap-
pened during the time between their displace-
ment and the new job?

Most displaced workers spent some time out
of work; however, more than a quarter of those
age 25 and older who had changed occupations
reported that they had started working again
“right away, within a week.” At the other ex-
treme, about 1 in 4 had been out of work 15
weeks or more. The median number of weeks
out of work was 7.5 for both sexes. A higher
proportion of women than men were out of work
15 weeks or longer, 30 versus 22 percent. Time
out of work did not seem to be strongly related
to age.

The training of displaced workers in the skills
required by today’s economy is often cited as
being crucial to their future job market success.
In January 1987, displaced workers who changed
occupations were asked, “Has . . . completed an
education or training program since January
19867” Just 1 in 10 said they had completed
such a program. Moreover, of those who had,
nearly 60 percent identified the program as em-
ployer training; this suggests that very few such




displaced workers who changed occupations re-
ceived training outside the workplace. Table 7. Industry and occupational employment in

. January 1986 and 1987 for displaced workers
Industry and occupation. Not surprisingly, age 25 and older who changed occupations
many of the workers who changed occupations | [Numbers in thousands]
upon displacement were leaving industries
where employment was stagnating or declining January | January | Change, Percent
and thus were gravitating toward more robust | "ndustry and occupation 1986 | 1967 | 1986-87 | Spord:
industries. About a third of the displaced work-
ers came from manufacturing, while a dispro- Industry and class of worker
portionate share also came from mining and o % ;

i Total wage and salary workers ............ 697 1 - -
C.OnStmcnon (w’ble 6)' They wer_e much I?SS Goods-producing industries ............ 369 228 -141 -38
likely to come from the more rapidly growing AGHCUIUTE ... oo 7 8 1 14
service-producing sector, particularly the serv- MIRIRG .« - oo e 48 14 -34 -7
ices industry Construction ... ... .. 68 37 -31 —46

: . Manufacturing .. ............ooon 246 169 -77 -31
Workers who had lost jobs as operators, fab-
ricators, and laborers made up nearly one-third Service-producing industries . ........... 327 434 107 33
. . . Transportation and public utilities . .. ... 40 60 20 50
of the displaced who changed occupations; this 1808, 1Oal oo o 115 153 38 23
was twice their representation among all em- Wholesale trade . ................. 29 35 6 21
Retailtrade . ..................... 86 118 32 37
ployed Persons. In Contr?St’ less than 5. percent Finance, insurance, and real estate . . .. 18 49 31 172
of the displaced workers in new occupations had SOIVICOS - . . oo 141 161 20 | 14
come from professional specialty occupations, Public administration .......... ..... 13 11 2 | -1
much lower than their representation of 15 per- Self employed! 1o eee 11 47 % 327
cent among all workers.
When workers change occupations upon dis- Occupation
placement, th?y often move t(_) a new industry. Executive, administrative, and managerial .. 81 43 —-38 -47
About two-thirds of these displaced workers Professional specialty ................... 25 32 7 28
were in a different major industry group in their | fochnoans and related support ... .- > o . P
new job. There was an overall shift of these | administrative support, including clerical ... 92 91 -1 .
displaced workers who changed occupations Service ........ LIRS, REREE 37 105 68 12‘;
from the goods-producing to service-producing | SeeSenPesebm s a8 | G| %
industries (table 7). Retail trade experienced the Machine operalors, assemblers, and 1
greatest numerical increase, while finance, in- inspectors .......... s IEIREETEE 109 97 -12 -1
Transportation and material moving .. .. .. 42 61 19 45
surance, and real estate had the largest percent- Handlers, equipment cleaners, helpers, !
age increase. About half of the net outflow of and laborers . . ... SR TRREETRITTRIre, 63 54 -9 -14
displaced workers from the goods—producing Farming, forestry, and fishing ............. 9 16 7 78
sector occurred in manufacturing, although the 1 Persons who were classified as losing their jobs because a “self-operated business failed” are |
mining and construction indusiries had the | excded o i dspiaced vorier einer, MR R S0 S e |
. . closi or Ing, " . ,
hlgheSt perf:entage of employment de?lme self-employed would not be included among the displaced workers who changed occupations in
among the displaced who changed occupations. January 1986 but would be identified in January 1987, as a result of displaced wage and salary |
The large gain among self-employed workers workers bacoming self-employed. The small number of seli-employed identified as displaced in :
A January 1986 were probably misclassified as losing their jobs due to plant closings or moves. !
shown in table 7 was, to some extent, the result |

of our definition. '3

Nearly a quarter of the 710,000 displaced
workers age 25 and older who changed occupa-
tions found a job within their same major occu-
pational grouping. The majority, however, took
a job outside of their previous major occupa-
tional grouping. Particular occupations, such as
executive, administrative, and managerial; pre-
cision production, craft, and repair; and techni-
cians and related support, experienced a net
decline in employment among the displaced
workers who changed occupations (table 7). In
contrast, sales, service, and transportation and
material moving occupations saw net gains.

While qualitative judgments regarding partic-
ular occupations are difficult to make, many of
those who lost jobs also appeared to suffer an

occupational downgrading. Data from the Janu-
ary 1987 supplement showed that two-thirds of
the displaced workers with new occupations
cited lower eamings in their new jobs, while only
about 16 percent said their new jobs paid more.

THE MAJORITY of persons who change occupa-
tions do so voluntarily, following the lures of
better pay, job advancement, or improved work-
ing conditions. The incidence of such voluntary
occupational change decreases markedly with
age; other factors, such as educational attain-
ment and accumulated occupational experience,
play more limited roles. Career change—such
as when a person with some tenure in an
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occupation changes both occupation and em-
ployer—is relatively uncommon.
Far fewer workers were forced to change oc-

Footnotes

cupations after being displaced from their previ-
ous jobs. The majority of these workers had
lower earnings in their new occupation. U]
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